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Abstract

This article examines the role of colonial censuses conducted in British India between
1871 and 1941 in the construction of Muslim identity, focusing on the Punjab case. It argues
that the censuses were not merely instruments of demographic record keeping, but rather
constituted a fundamental part of a knowledge regime that transformed flexible, overlap-
ping forms of belonging into rigid, hierarchical, and standardized categories. In the Punjab
context, caste affiliations, biradari networks, and sectarian divisions were reinterpreted
through this colonial interpretive framework; rural-urban distinctions and tensions be-
tween zamindars and artisans intersected with census-based classifications in areas such
as representation, education, employment, and military mobilization. Methodologically,
the study relies on a close reading of the Punjab Census Reports between 1871 and 1941
and related administrative regulations; it traces their reflections in political demands, pe-
titions submitted by Muslim community leaders and organizations, electoral practices,
and struggles for representation, while also engaging in a comparative analysis with the
literature of the history of religions. The findings reveal that census categories were not
only externally imposed structures but also instruments strategically appropriated by local
actors. For example, peasant communities highlighted their names in official records to
obtain tax exemptions, Sufi sheikhs sought to have their disciples classified under separate
sectarian categories, and merchant guilds made use of specific identity classifications to
protect their economic interests. While Syed Ahmad Khan incorporated census data into a
modernist program aimed at strengthening Muslims institutionally, politically, and educa-
tionally, Muhammad Igbal, in his The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam, articulated a
dynamic vision of Islamic identity that transcended static classifications, nourished by the
concepts of khudi and collective subjectivity. Igbal’s approach inspired postcolonial Islamic
politics to interpret identity not as an essentialist construct but as a field of consciousness
and action that is constantly renewed. From the perspective of the history of religions,
the censuses not only made visible the internal plurality of Islam (Sunni, Shi‘i, Ahl-i Hadis,
Deobandi, Barelwl) but also reshaped boundary-making with Hindu and Sikh traditions.
Building on this observation, this study argues that colonial censuses functioned not mere-
ly as administrative instruments but as key mechanisms of epistemic and political transfor-
mation, through which Muslim identity in Punjab was constructed.
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0z

Bu makale, Britanya Hindistani’'nda 1871-1941 yillar1 arasinda gergeklestirilen kolonyal
niifus sayimlarinin Misliiman kimligin insasindaki roliinii Pencap 6rnegi tizerinden incele-
mektedir. Calisma, niifus sayimlarinin yalnizca demografik kayit tutma araglari olmadigin;
ayni zamanda toplumsal aidiyetleri belirli kaliplara sokan, esnek ve i¢ ice gegmis kimlik
bigimlerini kati, hiyerarsik ve standart kategorilere doniistiiren bir bilgi rejiminin temel
parcast oldugunu ileri stirmektedir. Pencap baglaminda kast aidiyetleri, biradari aglar1 ve
mezhebi ayrigmalar bu sémiirgeci yorumlama cergevesi altinda yeniden yorumlanmus; kir-
sal-kentsel ayrimlar ile zamindar-zanaatkar gerilimleri temsil, egitim, istihdam ve askeri
seferberlik gibi alanlarda sayim kaynakl siniflandirmalarla kesismistir. Yontemsel olarak
calisma, 1871-1941 arasi Punjab Census Reports ve ilgili idari diizenlemelerin yakindan
okunmasina; bunlarin siyasal talepler, Miisliiman toplum liderleri ve kuruluslari tarafindan
sunulan dilekgeler, se¢im pratikleri ve temsil miicadelelerindeki yansimalarinin izlenme-
sine; ayrica dinler tarihi literatiiriiyle karsilastirmali bir analize dayanmaktadir. Bulgular,
sayim kategorilerinin yalmzca disaridan dayatilan bir yap: degil, ayn1 zamanda yerel ak-
térler tarafindan stratejik bicimde benimsenen araglar oldugunu géstermektedir. Ornegin
kéylii topluluklar: vergi muafiyetleri i¢in kendi adlarini resmf kayitlarda éne gikarmus, ta-
rikat seyhleri miirid topluluklarini ayr1 mezhep kategorileri altinda tanimlatmaya ¢alis-
mis, tiiccar loncalart ise ekonomik ¢ikarlarini korumak igin 6zel kimlik siniflandirmalarina
basvurmustur. Seyyid Ahmed Han, sayim verilerini Miisliimanlarin kurumsal, siyasal ve
egitsel gliclenmesi icin modernist bir programa eklerken; Muhammed ikbal, The Reconst-
ruction of Religious Thought in Islam adl eserinde duragan siniflandirmalari asan, khudi ve
kolektif 6zne kavramlariyla beslenen dinamik bir islami kimlik vizyonu ortaya koymustur.
fkbal’in bu yaklasimi, sémiirge sonrasi islami siyasette kimligin 6zcii kaliplar yerine siirekli
yenilenen bir biling ve eylem alani olarak yorumlanmasina ilham vermistir. Dinler tarihi
acisindan bakildiginda, sayimlar yalnizca islam icindeki cogullugu (Siinni, Sif, Ehl-i Hadis,
Diy{ibandi, Berelvi) gériiniir kilmamis; ayni zamanda Hindu ve Sih gelenekleriyle sinir i-
zimlerini de yeniden sekillendirmistir. Bu gézlemden yola ¢ikarak bu ¢alismada, kolonyal
sayimlarin idari bir enstriiman olmanin 6tesinde epistemik ve siyasal doniisiimiin anahtar
mekanizmasi oldugunu; Pencap’ta Miisliiman kimligin bu ¢ercevede kurgulandigini savun-
maktadir.

Anahtar Kelimeler

Dinler Tarihi, Hindistan, Pencap, Hint Miisliiman Kimligi, Hindu Miisliiman iliskileri.
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Introduction

Modern censuses conducted in British India served not merely as tools for the empirical
registration of demographic facts, but as critical instruments in the construction and con-
solidation of colonial authority through the apparatus of knowledge production. Far from
being neutral or descriptive exercises, these censuses—particularly from the 1871 decen-
nial enumeration onwards—emerged as ritualized performances of state power, systemat-
ically translating the diverse, fluid, and overlapping social realities of Indian communities
into rigid, quantifiable categories. In doing so, they played a constitutive role in shaping
how colonized populations, especially Muslims, were imagined, governed, and ultimately
interpellated as distinct administrative subjects. The Muslim identity, previously embed-
ded in localized, syncretic, and heterogeneous social forms, was increasingly abstracted
and homogenized through classificatory mechanisms such as religious affiliation, caste
subdivisions, language use, and sectarian orientation. The logic of enumeration, therefore,
not only reinforced colonial distinctions between Hindus, Muslims, and others, but also
reified such categories in ways that would later become foundational for communal po-
litical movements. The census thus functioned as a discursive technology of governance,
converting dynamic religious subjectivities into fixed, state-legible identities and thereby
prefiguring the communal categories that would come to dominate late colonial and post-
colonial politics.

Viewed through the theoretical perspective of Michel Foucault’s analysis of power and
knowledge, censuses emerge as epistemological strategies through which the modern state
renders its population legible, rational, and administrable.! In colonial India, this strategy
did not simply stabilize or describe preexisting forms of identity but actively configured
the category of the “Muslim” as an intelligible and measurable object. As Bernard S. Cohn
argued under the concept of the “colonization of knowledge,” the colonial state deployed
information not only as a tool of governance but also as a means of transformation.? This
transformative process involved not only numerical classification but also the discursive
reconstruction of identities.

Scholarly engagement with the relationship between colonial censuses and identity
formation in India has grown substantially over the past few decades. Nicholas B. Dirks
emphasized that the British colonial state relied heavily on codification and classifica-
tion to impose administrative order, thereby transforming Indian society through knowl-
edge practices.’ Partha Chatterjee underscored how colonial categories shaped not only
governance but also the political imagination of the colonized.* Sudipta Kaviraj analyzed
the epistemologic violence embedded in colonial classification schemes and their long-

1 Michel Foucault, Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the Collége de France 1977-1978, trans. Graham
Burchell (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 99-101.

2 Bernard S. Cohn, Colonialism and Its Forms of Knowledge: The British in India (New Jersey: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 1996), 4.

3 Nicholas B. Dirks, Castes of Mind: Colonialism and the Making of Modern India (New Jersey: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 2001).

4 Partha Chatterjee, The Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories (New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 1993).
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term impact on postcolonial identity politics.® Similarly, Sandria Freitag illustrated how
communal categories such as ‘Hindu’ and ‘Muslim’ were sharpened and institutionalized
through colonial legal and bureaucratic frameworks.® C.A. Bayly further contended that so-
cial knowledge produced via gazetteers and ethnographic surveys laid the groundwork for
communal segmentation.” Further contributions by Gyanendra Pandey and the Subaltern
Studies collective have shown how colonial classifications elided local complexities and
popular subjectivities, particularly in the construction of communal narratives.® William
R. Pinch extended this line of inquiry by examining how military recruitment and caste
played into the reification of religious identities.” Recent work by Rohit Bhagat has also
revisited the political stakes of census categorization, emphasizing how administrative im-
peratives shaped the very ontologies of caste and religion.”® Ethnographic projects such as
Watson and Kaye’s The People of India'' and Risley’s anthropometric surveys'? demonstrate
how textual, visual, and bodily data combined to reinforce hierarchical colonial orderings.*

Methodologically, this study adopts a microhistorical approach centered on Punjab,
drawing on the Punjab Census Reports from 1871 to 1941, related colonial administrative
regulations, petitions submitted by Muslim community leaders and organizations, and ver-
nacular Muslim writings. Rather than treating censuses as neutral statistical exercises, the
analysis engages with them as discursive practices, applying tools from discourse analysis
and intellectual history to uncover how classificatory regimes both reflected and reconfig-
ured social realities. This interdisciplinary framework—combining archival research, the
history of religions, and political theory—allows for an examination of how colonial enu-
meration intersected with intra-Muslim differentiations and how local actors strategically
appropriated these categories in legal claims, petitions, and communal debates.

This study contributes to the existing literature not only by shifting focus from pan-In-
dian generalizations to the socio-religious specificity of Punjab, but also by adopting a mi-
crohistorical approach grounded in archival census data, colonial reports, and vernacular
Muslim writings. Punjab’s pronounced sectarian plurality and caste-inflected social hierar-
chies rendered it a key site for the entrenchment of colonial classificatory regimes. Unlike
studies that primarily explore administrative policy or epistemologies of state knowledge,

5  Sudipta Kaviraj, The Imaginary Institution of India: Politics and Ideas (New York: Columbia University Press,
2010).

6  Sandria B. Freitag, Collective Action and Community: Public Arenas and the Emergence of Communalism in North
India (Berkeley; Los Angeles; Oxford: University of California Press, 1989).

7  Christopher Alan Bayly, Empire and Information: Intelligence Gathering and Social Communication in India,
1780-1870 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996).

8  Gyanendra Pandey, The Construction of Communalism in Colonial North India (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1990).

9  William R. Pinch, Warrior Ascetics and Indian Empires (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006).

10 Ram B. Bhagat, "Census, Politics and the Construction of Identities in India", The Global Politics of Census
Taking, ed. Walter Bartl et al. (London: Routledge, 2024).

11 John Forbes Watson - Sir John William Kaye (eds), The People of India: A Series of Photographic Illustrations,
with Descriptive Letterpress, of the Races and Tribes of Hindustan, Originally Prepared Under the Authority of the
Government of India, and Reproduced by Order of the Secretary of State for India in Council (London: India Mu-
seum, 1875).

12 Sir Herbert Hope Risley, The People of India (Calcutta: Thacker, Spink & Company, 1915).

13 Thomas R. Metcalf, Ideologies of the Raj (London: Cambridge University Press, 1994); Risley, The People of
India, 14.
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this research investigates how enumeration practices intersected with intra-Muslim differ-
entiations—such as the distinctions among Sunni, Shi‘ism, Ahl-i Hadith, Deobandi, and oth-
ers—and how these divisions were not only externally imposed but gradually internalized.
Through attention to how colonial categories were appropriated in the writings and public
engagements of Muslim intellectuals such as Syed Ahmad Khan and Muhammad Igbal, the
study further reveals how statistical representation and political theology converged in
shaping Muslim communal consciousness.

1. Colonial Governance and Knowledge Production

One of the central instruments of British colonial governance in India was the devel-
opment of elaborate systems of knowledge through which native populations could be
rendered legible, categorized, and ultimately controlled. These knowledge regimes were
not merely descriptive enterprises designed to record empirical realities; rather, they were
constitutive of the very social and political categories they purported to document. As Mi-
chel Foucault observes in his lectures on modern biopolitics, the state’s interest in “pop-
ulation” is inseparable from its broader will to order and regulate life through epistemic
control.** In the colonial context, knowledge was a tool of conquest no less potent than
military force. The classification of castes, tribes, and religious communities into rigid and
measurable categories was part of a broader project of administrative legibility that made
governance both conceivable and enforceable.

British administrators in India approached society through what Bernard S. Cohn called
“investigative modalities”—cultural, textual, and numerical techniques that transformed
India’s heterogeneity into fixed, intelligible frameworks." These included the census, land
surveys, ethnographic mapping, and legal codification. Each of these modalities contrib-
uted to a colonial episteme that actively produced the very realities it claimed to observe.
The decennial census, introduced systematically from 1871 onward, became one of the
most powerful instruments in this process. According to Cohn, the census was not merely
a mechanism for demographic calculation but a performative act that inscribed colonial
categories onto the Indian social landscape. By counting, classifying, and naming, the state

imposed an official vision of society that overrode vernacular forms of identity, kinship,
and belief.’®

Within this classificatory framework, Islam became an especially focal object of colonial
scrutiny. Muslims, due to their historic association with political power under the Delhi Sul-
tanate and Mughal Empire, were perceived as politically suspect and potentially rebellious.
Consequently, the British applied increasingly refined methods to enumerate and differ-
entiate Muslim populations. The 1881 and 1891 censuses not only documented the total
Muslim population but also disaggregated them according to sect (e.g., Sunni, Shi‘ism), Sufi
orders (e.g., Qadiri, Nagshbandi), and linguistic affiliations (e.g., Urdu, Punjabi, Bengali),
thereby generating a grid of theological and cultural distinctions."”

14 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 99-102.

15 Cohn, Colonialism and Its Forms of Knowledge, 6.

16 Cohn, Colonialism and Its Forms of Knowledge, 11.

17 Sabyasachi Bhattacharya, "The Colonial State and Statistical Knowledge", History of Science, Philosophy
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These distinctions were not innocuous; they formed the basis of bureaucratic practice
and shaped state policy in education, employment, and political representation. A key fea-
ture of this classificatory regime was its tendency to freeze otherwise fluid social identities
into rigid, hierarchical categories. This was particularly consequential in the case of Islam,
where multiple layers of belonging—ritual, doctrinal, regional—often overlapped in prac-
tice. Yet colonial administrators insisted on mapping this multiplicity into discrete units.
Nicholas Dirks powerfully captured this phenomenon when he argued that “colonial rule
needed to say what India was before it could rule it.”* In other words, colonial governance
was predicated not on representing social reality, but on reconstructing it in ways that
made it amenable to surveillance and control. This reconstructive project was informed by
Orientalist assumptions and Eurocentric taxonomies. Colonial officials such as John Stra-
chey depicted Indian religious groups as inherently antagonistic, framing Hindus and Mus-
lims as natural enemies incapable of coexistence.” Such representations served to justify
colonial interventions as a form of neutral arbitration. The census, under this view, became
an ostensibly scientific tool that simultaneously measured and manufactured social divi-
sions. Its categories were not value-free; they were saturated with political assumptions
that shaped both colonial rule and indigenous responses.

Indeed, the census helped produce what can be called an “epistemic infrastructure”
for communalism in South Asia. By aligning numerical strength with political claims, and
by rendering sectarian difference visible and calculable, the colonial state laid the ground-
work for the communal tensions that would intensify in the late colonial and postcolonial
periods. Muslims, in particular, were transformed from a diverse set of regional commu-
nities into a singular, bounded population that could be counted, managed, and—ulti-
mately—partitioned. Thus, population censuses in British India were not merely technical
exercises in statecraft. They were deeply political acts that redefined the parameters of
identity, difference, and belonging. Enumeration became an ontological event: it declared
not just how many people there were, but what kinds of people they were, and how they
ought to relate to one another within a state-sanctioned order. The long-term effects of
these interventions are still visible in contemporary South Asian politics, where the legacy
of colonial classification continues to shape debates over representation, community, and
national identity.?

2. The Censuses of British India (1871-1941)

Each census iteration built upon and intensified this classificatory regime, organiz-
ing the subcontinent’s heterogeneous population into rigid, bureaucratically intelligible
groups. Through such classifications, colonial authorities transformed fluid, context-spe-
cific identities into fixed communal and caste-based markers. This process was particularly
pronounced in Punjab, where deep sectarian diversity—Sunni, Shi‘ism, Ahl-i Hadith, Deo-
bandi—interacted with complex caste stratifications, including Ashraf, Ajlaf, and occupa-
tionally defined groups. The 1881 and 1891 censuses, for example, disaggregated Muslim

and Culture in Indian Civilization, ed. D.P. Chattopadhyaya (Delhi: Pearson Longman, 2001), IX/112-114.
18 Dirks, Castes of Mind, 43.
19 Sir John Strachey, India: Its Administration & Progress (London: Macmillan, 1903), 19.
20 Pandey, The Construction of Communalism in Colonial North India, 4-6; see also Dirks, Castes of Mind.
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populations along both sectarian and caste lines, affecting access to political representa-
tion, educational opportunities, and government employment.?* These classifications were
not merely descriptive: they actively shaped bureaucratic procedures, electoral rolls, and
land revenue assessments, embedding colonial assumptions about hierarchy and social or-
der into the everyday administration of Punjab.

As Nicholas Dirks notes, colonial interventions did not merely record these distinctions;
they helped produce and institutionalize them, contributing to the ossification of social
boundaries. Consequently, census practices laid the groundwork for future communal con-
testations and the politicization of religious and caste identities. Importantly, this process
was not merely top-down: emerging Muslim reformist and political discourses—such as the
Aligarh Movement, Deobandi educational initiatives, and local zamindar-led associations—
began to engage with, contest, or internalize the classificatory language introduced by the
colonial census. In some cases, Muslim leaders strategically invoked these categories to
consolidate authority, negotiate representation in legislative councils, and mobilize com-
munities for reformist or electoral purposes, demonstrating a complex interplay between
colonial imposition and indigenous agency.?

Moreover, the census’s impact extended beyond formal politics into social and cul-
tural spheres. By codifying sectarian and caste differences, the colonial state encouraged
the production of textual and organizational resources—community registers, madrasa
networks, and reformist pamphlets—that reinforced these distinctions. Over time, these
state-mediated classifications became embedded in collective memory, shaping patterns of
social interaction, marriage practices, and local leadership structures. In Punjab, the inter-
play between colonial classification and Muslim reformist engagement thus contributed to
the emergence of a politically conscious and socially differentiated Muslim public, illustrat-
ing how bureaucratic techniques could produce lasting social and political consequences.?

2.1. The 1871 Census: An Experimental Beginning

The 1871 census, the first attempt at an all-India demographic enumeration, marked
the embryonic phase of colonial efforts to rationalize Indian society through quantifica-
tion. Although ambitious in scope, the census remained crude in both methodology and
conceptual framing. Muslims, for instance, were lumped under the all-encompassing label
“Muhammadans,” without any effort to record sectarian affiliations, caste distinctions, or
regional differences. As noted in the Punjab Report, “no significant attempt was made to
disaggregate Muslims into meaningful social or theological subgroups”.? This homogeni-
zation was justified on grounds of administrative simplicity, yet it betrayed deeper colonial
assumptions about Islam as a monolithic religious formation. Scholars like David Ludden
argue that such early censuses reflect a broader orientalist tendency to treat Indian society
through a lens of abstraction and essentialism.? Moreover, the census failed to account for

21 Dirks, Castes of Mind, 45.

22 Cohn, Colonialism and Its Forms of Knowledge, 112-115.

23 Pandey, The Construction of Communalism in Colonial North India; Dirks, Castes of Mind, 50-53.

24 Census of India, 1871: Punjab Report (Calcutta: Office of the Superintendent of Government Printing, 1872),
45.

25 David Ludden, “Orientalist Empiricism and Transformations of Colonial Knowledge”, Orientalism and The
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socio-economic hierarchies within Muslim communities—such as the distinction between
Sayyids and occupational groups like butchers (qasai) and weavers (julaha)—that had real
implications for power and prestige. In retrospect, this erasure established a foundational
pattern that subsequent censuses would build upon: the substitution of administrative or-
der for ethnographic complexity.

Despite these limitations, the 1871 census set a precedent in the colonial logic of de-
mographic governance. It introduced the idea that religious identity could be stabilized
through statistical enumeration, an idea that would grow in sophistication and political
consequence over the next seven decades. Though rudimentary, this initial effort revealed
the British state’s commitment to translating cultural plurality into bureaucratic legibili-
ty—a theme that would define the trajectory of colonial census-making in India.

2.2. The 1881 and 1891 Censuses: Systematization and Subdivision

The censuses of 1881 and 1891 marked a decisive turning point in British India’s classifi-
catory strategies. Moving beyond the experimental and tentative approaches of 1871, these
subsequent enumerations embodied a drive toward heightened systematization, bureau-
cratic precision, and increased granularity. The colonial state now sought not merely to
count but to explain, classify, and hierarchize its subjects, invoking the authority of suppos-
edly scientific principles drawn from Western ethnology, comparative philology, anthro-
pology, and the emerging discipline of religious studies.” This epistemic shift revealed the
extent to which the census became entangled with wider orientalist projects of knowledge
production, embedding colonial assumptions about race, religion, and caste into the very
categories through which Indian society was administratively known and politically man-
aged. One of the defining features of these censuses was the intensification of communal
subdivision, especially within Islam. In Punjab, Muslims were now increasingly sorted not
just by broad religious identity but also by sect, caste, occupation, theological orientation,
and even patterns of ritual practice. The 1891 census made explicit reference to intra-Mus-
lim groupings such as Shi‘ism, Sunni, Ahl-i Hadith, and Faraizi”” and in some districts even
recorded distinctions between reformist strands like Deoband? and Barelvi orientations.”
This growing bureaucratic fixation reflected the British state’s preoccupation with identi-
fying, categorizing, and ultimately managing “internal difference” within seemingly uni-
fied religious communities. By translating fluid theological and social affiliations into fixed
statistical entities, the census created durable categories that would shape both colonial
policy and the trajectory of Muslim identity politics in Punjab.?

Scholars such as Sandria Freitag and Peter van der Veer have argued that during this pe-

Post-Colonial Predicament, ed. C.A. Breckenridge - Peter Van der Veer (Philadelphia: University of Penn-
sylvania Press, 1993), 250-252.

26 Susan Bayly, Caste, Society and Politics in India from the Eighteenth Century to the Modern Age (London: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1999), 112-115; Cohn, Colonialism and Its Forms of Knowledge, 81.

27 Census of India, 1891: Punjab Report (Calcutta: Office of the Superintendent of Government Printing, 1892),
113-117.

28 Barbara D. Metcalf, Islamic Revival in British India: Deoband, 1860-1900 (New Jersey: Princeton University
Press, 2016), 103.

29 Francis Robinson, Separatism Among Indian Muslims: The Politics of the United Provinces” Muslims, 1860-1923
(London: Cambridge University Press, 1974), 79.
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riod, “communalism as a state effect” emerged, referring to the codification of social differ-
ence as a function of colonial administrative logic.*® These censuses did not merely reflect
existing identities but actively reinforced and sometimes even generated new distinctions.
For instance, occupational titles like butchers (qgasai), barbers (nai), and weavers (julaha)
were increasingly treated as caste markers with putative religious overtones, producing
new hierarchies within Muslim society.** This tendency was not confined to occupational
groups alone: census officials also tied linguistic and regional attributes—such as Punjabi
versus Urdu speakers or rural versus urban communities—to religious differentiation, thus
embedding socio-economic distinctions into communal categories.*? By conflating profes-
sional, linguistic, and ritual distinctions under the banner of religious identity, the colonial
census contributed to a sedimented taxonomy of difference that would later inform po-
litical mobilizations and communalist discourse.** Moreover, the colonial obsession with
classifying Muslim subgroups was shaped not only by administrative but also by political
and military considerations.

The British sought to identify so-called “martial races” for recruitment, which led to
the valorization of certain Muslim castes such as Rajputs and Pathans while marginalizing
artisan and occupational groups. This process intersected with revenue policies and local
patronage networks, further entrenching disparities in status and access to state resourc-
es.** As Gyanendra Pandey has shown, such practices reinforced stereotypes that linked
caste, religion, and character into an integrated typology of colonial governance.* David
Omissi’s work on the Indian Army similarly demonstrates how census classifications were
mapped directly onto recruitment practices, thereby militarizing social categories.”® Thus,
the censuses of 1881 and 1891 did not simply document social divisions; they materially
participated in the colonial construction and institutionalization of difference, producing
hierarchies that shaped both administrative control and indigenous perceptions of com-
munal identity.

This stage of census development illustrates a substantial deepening in both the epis-
temic reach and the political utility of colonial knowledge. Whereas the 1871 census merely
gestured toward a simplified vision of religious uniformity, the censuses of 1881 and 1891
actively institutionalized intra-communal fragmentation, embedding sectarian, caste, oc-
cupational, and linguistic distinctions into bureaucratic categories. These moves not only
stabilized new hierarchies within Muslim society but also aligned classificatory practic-
es with wider strategies of governance, such as revenue assessment, recruitment policies,
and the regulation of public rituals. By the end of the nineteenth century, census-making
had become a crucial mechanism through which colonial power both observed and recon-
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figured indigenous social realities, setting the stage for even more intricate engagements
between bureaucracy and local identities in the twentieth century.

2.3. The 1901 Census: Religious Reification and Administrative Intrusion

The 1901 census is often regarded as the most consequential moment in the colonial
project of classification. Conducted under the supervision of Herbert Risley, it was marked
by the explicit attempt to ground social stratification in pseudo-scientific racial theories
and in a more rigid definition of religion. Risley’s assertion that caste was fundamentally
linked to racial origin gave the census an explicitly racialized framework.”” In Punjab, this
meant that Muslim groups were increasingly mapped not only through sectarian and occu-
pational lines but also through supposed ethnological and somatic markers. For instance,
Sayyids and Pathans were valorized as possessing “superior racial stock” while occupation-
al castes such as weavers and barbers were relegated to lower categories of both social and
biological value.*®

This census also witnessed the deepening of sectarian subdivision within Islam. Sepa-
rate entries for Sunnis, Shi‘isms, Ahmadis, Ahl-i Hadith, and Barelvis appeared in certain
provincial reports, thereby transforming theological distinctions into rigid statistical cat-
egories. Barbara Metcalf has shown how the colonial recognition of reformist groups like
the Deobandis and Barelvis lent them unintended institutional coherence and visibility,
embedding their debates into official records.”® By fixing ephemeral theological disputes
into the census schema, the state effectively reified internal contestations within Indian
Islam, producing durable categories that reformers themselves were compelled to adopt in
later political discourse.

Crucially, the 1901 census reflected a broader epistemic ambition: to measure religion
as a totalizing category that could encompass ritual practice, theological orientation, and
even patterns of dietary restriction. As Gyan Prakash has argued, this marked the colonial
transformation of religion into an all-encompassing grid of governance.” In Punjab, the im-
pact was particularly acute, as overlapping identities based on biradari (local kinship-based
or caste-like communities) and local affiliations were increasingly overshadowed by cen-
sus-driven communal designations. This administrative intrusion set the stage for the po-
liticization of religious identity in the decades to follow, foreshadowing the communal mo-
bilizations of the early twentieth century.

2.4. The 1911-1941 Censuses: From Enumeration to Political Instrument

The period from 1911 to 1941 marked the culmination of colonial census practices,
transforming them from descriptive exercises into overtly political instruments. The 1911
census carried forward the classificatory logics of its predecessors, but now with height-
ened precision in the documentation of sectarian and caste distinctions among Muslims.
In Punjab, census officials recorded not only sectarian categories but also the numerical
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strength of occupational biradaris (local kinship-based or caste-like communities), thereby
linking religious identity directly to socio-economic hierarchies."

By the 1921 census, the practice of aligning demographic data with communal represen-
tation in legislatures was firmly entrenched. As C. A. Bayly notes, this development crystal-
lized the link between enumeration and political entitlement, institutionalizing the notion
that community strength was measurable through numbers.” In Punjab, where Muslims
constituted a majority, the census became a critical resource in debates over legislative
quotas, revenue distribution, and access to state employment. This was especially visible in
the contestations between urban Ashraf groups, rural zamindars, and artisan castes, all of
whom sought to leverage census data to strengthen their political claims.*

The 1931 census further intensified these dynamics by offering detailed accounts of
sectarian subdivisions, including the recognition of Ahmadiyya communities as distinct
from other Muslims. This act, as Yohanan Friedmann has argued, not only codified theo-
logical disputes but also laid the groundwork for later political exclusions.* Meanwhile,
the 1941 census—conducted under the shadow of World War II and mounting nationalist
tensions—was marked by both administrative limitations and heightened political stakes.
As Ian Catanach observes, the communal categories stabilized by decades of census-making
now became the lingua franca of nationalist and communalist mobilization, particularly in
Punjab.”

Thus, by the eve of independence, the census had fully transcended its original sta-
tistical rationale. It had become an indispensable political instrument, shaping the very
grammar of representation, entitlement, and exclusion. In Punjab, the cumulative effect
of seventy years of enumeration was the crystallization of a communalized Muslim iden-
tity—an identity produced not only by indigenous reformers and political actors but also
by the classificatory regimes of the colonial state. For instance, the 1881 census first at-
tempted to disaggregate Muslim populations by sect and language, while the 1891 and 1901
censuses introduced finer subdivisions, including occupational biradaris and Sufi affilia-
tions, which increasingly became markers of social status and political influence. By the
1921 and 1931 censuses, these classifications were highly institutionalized, shaping voter
rolls, legislative council representation, and debates over reserved quotas in education and
employment. This longitudinal perspective demonstrates that the construction of Muslim
identity in Punjab was not a singular event but a cumulative process, incrementally re-
inforced through successive census iterations. Ultimately, the colonial census functioned
both as a mirror reflecting social realities and as a tool actively producing them, leaving a
legacy that continued to influence communal politics and debates over identity well into
the post-independence period.
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3. The Construction of Identity in the Punjab Context

The Punjab case offers a crucial vantage point for examining how colonial census cate-
gories did not merely record pre-existing identities but actively reshaped and institution-
alized them within a colonial epistemology of governance. Unlike other provinces, Punjab
combined a Muslim demographic majority with immense internal diversity—sectarian,
caste-based, occupational, and regional—which rendered it a laboratory for the colonial
classificatory project. The census thus functioned simultaneously as a mirror and a mold: it
reflected local complexities while crystallizing them into rigid, state-sanctioned categories
that often reified fluid and situational affiliations. Scholars such as Gilmartin®, Talbot?,
Barrier®, and Jones* have emphasized that Punjab’s socio-political fabric, dominated by
biradari (kinship) networks, Sufi affiliations, and agrarian hierarchies, became increasingly
refracted through the classificatory logic of the colonial state. This process went beyond
mere description, embedding administrative taxonomies into everyday negotiations of
identity. What emerged was a dual and dialectical process: the fixation of identities through
bureaucratic enumeration, and their subsequent mobilization in petitions, electoral de-
mands, reformist debates, and wider intellectual discourses that both accepted and con-
tested the colonial framework.

3.1. Census Categories and Punjab’s Socio-Religious Landscape

In Punjab, the census interacted with highly localized systems of belonging, particular-
ly the biradari networks that structured social and economic life. Biradari affiliation often
trumped sectarian or even caste considerations in everyday practice; however, through
census enumeration, these affiliations were reframed under religious and caste labels. For
example, agricultural castes such as Jats, Rajputs, and Arains were categorized not only by
occupational status but also by their sectarian adherence, producing a new fusion of so-
cio-economic and religious identity.*® This process was further complicated by urban-rural
divides: while urban elites (Ashraf) often emphasized genealogical and sectarian distinc-
tions, rural communities were more grounded in kinship solidarity and agrarian concerns.
The census thus imposed a homogenizing framework on what were, in reality, layered and
situational identities.

The colonial emphasis on sectarian differentiation also had enduring implications that
extended beyond theology into social and political life. Groups such as the Ahl-i Hadith,
Deobandis, and Barelvis—originally delineated through theological controversies—were
granted formal census recognition, thereby transforming them into statistically measur-
able and politically legible communities.*! In Punjab, these sectarian categories intersected
with caste, biradari, and occupational distinctions, producing hybridized identities: for in-
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stance, a Deobandf artisan or a Barelvi zamindar embodied layered census-inflected iden-
tities that were simultaneously religious, socio-economic, and kinship-based. As Freitag
demonstrates, such codifications facilitated novel forms of political mobilization, where
census figures became the basis for petitions, court cases, and electoral claims.*? Similarly,
Barrier®® and Jones> note that census data endowed ephemeral theological debates with
bureaucratic permanence, compelling reformist and revivalist groups to engage with these
state-imposed categories in redefining their self-understanding and strategies of commu-
nal representation.

3.2. Rural Power Structures and the Census Logic

The entrenchment of census categories was particularly visible in Punjab’s rural power
dynamics, where the colonial administration relied heavily on rural notables—zamindars,
pirs, and influential tribal leaders—to mediate governance. Census classifications provid-
ed these elites with numerical legitimacy, reinforcing their claims to land, revenue rights,
and political representation. For instance, the enumeration of Muslim agricultural castes
such as Jats and Rajputs as dominant groups validated their privileged access to land rights
and strengthened their bargaining power in provincial politics.” By contrast, artisan and
service castes, relegated to lower census categories, experienced the erosion of their so-
cial capital, as statistical enumeration formalized their marginalization. The census thus
codified existing inequalities into enduring structures, embedding them into the logic of
colonial governance and rural patronage networks.

The intersection of census logic with rural patronage networks thus intensified social
stratification and reshaped Punjab’s agrarian order in more complex ways. Census figures
were not only mobilized in negotiating revenue settlements and electoral quotas but also
in securing access to the vast irrigation schemes under the canal colonies, where statis-
tical proof of communal strength determined land allotments and water rights. Talbot
and Ali argue that this process redefined Punjab’s political economy, embedding colonial
knowledge-production directly into the very infrastructure of agrarian power.*® As Imran
Ali demonstrates in his study of canal colonization, census categories structured who ben-
efited from irrigation expansion, thereby fusing bureaucratic classification with material
redistribution.”” The census was therefore not merely descriptive but constitutive of new
hierarchies, amplifying the authority of rural elites while constraining the agency of sub-
ordinate groups. This restructuring reinforced the dominance of zamindars (landowning
elites), pirs (religious elders or Sufi mystics, dervishes), and landed magnates, while si-
multaneously deepening the socio-economic vulnerability of artisans, peasants, and land-
less laborers, who found themselves numerically defined into marginal positions within a
state-engineered agrarian hierarchy.
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3.3. Urban Elites, Reform Movements, and Communal Mobilization

In urban Punjab, the census provided a distinct form of political currency, particularly
in cities such as Lahore and Amritsar where Muslim elites sought to assert cultural and
political pre-eminence. Ashraf elites strategically deployed census figures to substantiate
claims of Muslim majority status and to argue for privileged access to provincial institu-
tions, patronage, and municipal offices. Reformist associations such as the Anjuman-i-Hi-
mayat-i-Islam not only mobilized census data to demand enhanced educational and em-
ployment opportunities but also to underscore the link between demographic strength
and state recognition of communal rights.*® The census simultaneously became a stage for
institutionalizing sectarian debates: reformist and revivalist leaders across Sunni -Shi‘ism,
Deobandi-Barelvi, and Ahl-i Hadith spectrums drew on census categories to substantiate
the legitimacy of their followings, effectively transforming theological controversies into
quantifiable political identities. As Freitag® and Gilmartin® highlight, this process fused
religious contestations with bureaucratic enumeration, embedding rivalries within the po-
litical framework of colonial Punjab.

The politicization of census numbers reached its height during the 1920s and 1930s,
when constitutional reforms linked legislative representation and communal quotas di-
rectly to demographic size. As Freitag emphasizes, census categories became the gram-
mar of communal politics, supplying elites with a statistical vocabulary for entitlement,
exclusion, and claims to political space.®* In Punjab, where Muslims constituted a majority,
this dynamic generated not only Hindu-Muslim rivalries but also sharpened intra-Muslim
fissures, especially between rural landed magnates and urban professional classes. For ex-
ample, zamindar associations invoked census figures to secure agricultural representation
in the Punjab Legislative Council, while urban reformist groups such as the Anjuman-i-Hi-
mayat-i-Islam mobilized the same data to argue for Muslim access to education and bu-
reaucratic positions.®? The census thus functioned as both an arbiter and an instrument
of power, embedding colonial classifications into Punjab’s political life and ensuring that
communal mobilization increasingly took the form of numerical competition.

3.4. Intellectual Engagements with Census Categories and Muslim Thought in Punjab

The intellectual engagement with census-driven identity construction in Punjab was
profound and multifaceted. Syed Ahmad Khan, though writing earlier, provided conceptual
frameworks for interpreting Muslim “backwardness” that census results seemed to empir-
ically confirm. His emphasis on rational reform, modern education, and the distinctiveness
of the Muslim community resonated strongly with Punjabi debates on ashraf versus ajlaf,
supplying elite groups with a vocabulary for framing social and economic disparities.® In
the Punjabi context, Khan’s writings were not only cited but strategically appropriated by
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reformist associations such as the Anjuman-i-Himayat-i-Islam and other educational bod-
ies, who mobilized his ideas to argue for Muslim advancement vis-a-vis both Hindus and
internal Muslim caste divisions. This appropriation was visible in debates around access to
colonial education and employment, where Khan’s call for modernist reform was invoked
to justify demands for institutional support and communal quotas.*

By contrast, Muhammad Igbal’s Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam offered not
only a philosophical response but also a profound critique of colonial epistemology that
sought to transcend census-driven reductionism.® Igbal denounced the bureaucratic fix-
ation on static, quantifiable categories, describing such enumeration as inimical to the
creative unfolding of Muslim spiritual life, and instead advanced a dynamic conception of
identity grounded in khudi (selfhood), moral agency, and collective spiritual autonomy.®
As Qureshi®, Malik®, and Schimmel® note, Igbal’s interventions displaced discourse from
numerical entitlement toward ethical, metaphysical, and poetic dimensions of community,
thereby undermining the epistemic authority of colonial enumeration. His vision of Mus-
lim identity, articulated through the language of vitality, creativity, and spiritual sovereign-
ty, offered an alternative grammar of belonging that challenged both the reductive logic of
the census and the political instrumentalization of numbers in colonial Punjab.

These intellectual responses -including the Aligarh reformers’ advocacy for modern ed-
ucation, the Deobandi scholars’ critiques of sectarian codifications, and petitions by local
zamindars and Muslim associations for political representationresponses- illustrate how
census categories were not only internalized but also subjected to sustained critique and
reinterpretation. Punjabi Muslim thinkers engaged in a dialectical process in which co-
lonial statistics provided the structural language for petitions, electoral claims, and legal
disputes, yet reformist and philosophical voices—drawing on modernist, theological, and
poetic traditions—resisted their determinism. In doing so, they generated layered, often
conflicting, visions of community and identity formation that reveal Punjab as a site where
colonial epistemologies were both appropriated and destabilized, rather than passively ab-
sorbed.

Conclusion

The colonial censuses conducted in British India between 1871 and 1941 were not mere-
ly bureaucratic exercises in demographic enumeration but powerful epistemic instruments
that profoundly reshaped social and religious life. The Punjab case demonstrates that the
census was a decisive mechanism through which flexible, plural, and overlapping affilia-

64 Metcalf, Islamic Revival in British India, 147; Robinson, Separatism Among Indian Muslims, 89.

65 Muhammad Igbal, The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam (Stanford, California: Stanford Universi-
ty Press, 2013), 75-79.

66 Igbal, The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam, 79; Bashir Ahmad Dar, Igbal: Poet-Philosopher of Paki-
stan (Lahore: Sh. Muhammad Ashraf, 1983), 146.

67 Ishtiaq Husain Qureshi, Ulema in Politics: A Study Relating to the Political Activities of the Ulema in the South-
Asian Subcontinent from 1556 to 1947 (Karachi: Ma’aref, 1974), 122.

68 Hafeez Malik, Igbal: Poet-Philosopher of Pakistan (New York: Columbia University Press, 1971), 201.

69 Annemarie Schimmel, Gabriel’s Wing: A Study Into the Religious Ideas of Sir Muhammad Igbal (Leiden: Brill,
1963), 312.

Trabzon Theology Journal | ISSN: 2651-4559



240 « Colonial Census and the Making of ‘Indian Muslim Identity’ The Case of Punjab

tions were translated into rigid and hierarchical classifications. Caste, biradari, and sec-
tarian distinctions—once fluid and context-dependent—were bureaucratically fixed into
measurable categories, generating new forms of social inequality. These classifications not
only redefined rural-urban relations and zamindar-artisan hierarchies but also directly
influenced patterns of education, employment, and military recruitment. Thus, the census
functioned as a regime of knowledge and power that ordered everyday life through admin-
istrative techniques of visibility and regulation. Yet, this system was not simply imposed
from above; it was appropriated, negotiated, and reinterpreted by local actors who used
census categories to articulate new forms of political and communal identity.

The intellectual responses of Muslim thinkers reveal how deeply this epistemic order
permeated colonial Muslim consciousness. Syed Ahmad Khan’s modernist appropriation
of census data as a diagnostic tool for Muslim regeneration contrasted with Muhammad
Igbal’s philosophical vision of identity as a dynamic, creative, and moral project transcend-
ing colonial categories. Their differing engagements illustrate that Muslim intellectual dis-
course was not a passive reflection of colonial knowledge but an active site of contestation
where identity was reimagined beyond the parameters of state classification. From the per-
spective of the history of religions, the census reshaped Islam’s internal plurality (Sunni,
Shi‘, Ahl-i Hadith, Deobandi, Barelvi) and reconstituted its relational boundaries with Hin-
du and Sikh traditions, thus transforming religion from a lived and local experience into a
state-legible object of governance.

Building upon these findings, future research should investigate how the classificatory
legacies of colonial censuses continue to structure identity formation and state policy in
postcolonial South Asia. Comparative analysis between Punjab and other regions—such as
Bengal, the United Provinces, and the North-West Frontier—could reveal divergent trajec-
tories in how census-based hierarchies were either perpetuated or reconfigured after in-
dependence. A micro historical approach that incorporates oral histories, vernacular press
archives, and local administrative records could uncover how individuals and communities
experienced, contested, or appropriated census categories in everyday contexts. Moreover,
employing theoretical frameworks from postcolonial epistemology and the anthropolo-
gy of religion would enable scholars to trace the enduring influence of colonial modes of
knowledge production on present-day religious and political identities.

In this light, the study demonstrates that the formation of Muslim identity in Punjab
cannot be understood solely through political or institutional developments; it must be
analyzed within the interwoven domains of religious discourse, intellectual response, and
colonial epistemology. By linking census-based data to the evolving self-representations of
Muslim actors, this research underscores the necessity of integrating empirical historical
analysis with theoretical reflection. Ultimately, the Punjab experience illustrates that iden-
tity under colonial modernity was neither static nor merely imposed—it was a dynamic
process negotiated through the dialectic of classification and self-articulation, a process
that continues to inform the socio-religious landscape of South Asia today. In this regard,
the study provides an original contribution to understanding how Muslim identity was ne-
gotiated under colonial rule, as evidenced by the Punjab census data between 1881 and
1931, which illustrate the institutionalization of sectarian and occupational distinctions
and the interplay between state classification and indigenous reformist responses.
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